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Criticism is a subtle yet prevailing speech act in daily communication. 
Comparing with other speech acts, our understanding of criticism is rather limited due 
to the fact that it is under-researched in literature. Since there isn’t sufficient research 
on the speech act of criticism, this paper intends to contribute to fill this gap by 
analyzing the parental criticism cross-culturally, mainly focusing on the pragmatic 
strategies involved. The main analysis is carried out in the following two parts. 
The previous two chapters intend to construct a theoretical framework for 
analyzing parental criticism. After coping briefly with the definition, Chapter One 
presents a review of previous studies on the speech act of criticism. Chapter Two lays 
down the theoretical framework of the study, on the basis of speech act theory, 
politeness theory and culture related theories.  
The second part consists of Chapter Three, Chapter Four and Chapter Five, 
which are devoted to a contrastive analysis of Chinese and American parental 
criticisms. Chapter Three introduces the research methodology and data collection. 
Chinese sitcom Family with Sons and Daughters and American sitcom Growing Pains 
are chosen to build up a corpus with 765 parental criticisms. Chapter Four carries out 
the quantitative and qualitative data analysis. 23 kinds of pragmatic strategies are 
identified with their frequency computed. Chapter Five discusses the results of the 
data analysis. In criticizing children, Chinese and American parents employ most 
types of the strategies, while differ in the frequency of using certain kinds. These 
similarities and differences are further illustrated from the perspectives of culture 
universality and cultural value differences. 
Being the first pragmatic approach to parental criticism, the present study 
supplements the existing speech act studies to some extent, while some areas still call 
for further research. 
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The present thesis intends to provide a cross-cultural pragmatic analysis of 
strategies used in the speech act of parental criticism in Chinese and American 
sitcoms. This chapter presents the rationale and objectives of the present research, 
briefly illustrates the methodology and outlines the overall structure of the thesis. 
 
1. The rationale of the study 
The last four decades have witnessed the fast development of international 
exchange. The world is becoming a global village and interacting with people from 
different cultures has posed on us a new challenge. As the saying goes, know your 
enemy as you know yourself and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of 
defeat. Facing the challenge, we, needless to say, should prepare ourselves a good 
knowledge of the culture differences between Chinese and English–speaking 
countries. Only in this way, can we arrive at successful and effective cross-cultural 
communication. As language is an important tool for human communication as well 
as a carrier of culture, the study of its appropriate use in different culture would be 
undoubtedly helpful and beneficial.  
The cross-cultural pragmatics, a study of how cultural context influence the 
speaker’s interpretation, provides us a scientific way to learn language used in 
different cultures, to help people from different cultures to have a better understanding 
of each other, hence to avoid, or at least to reduce, the occurrence of breakdowns in 
cross-cultural communication. In the field of cross-cultural pragmatics, a large 
proportion of researches have been on speech acts, especially face-threatening ones, 
such as request, refusal and complaint. However, studies on the speech act of criticism, 
especially the studies on parental criticism are found to be rarely documented so far.  
Being a very common speech act, criticism is pervasive in our daily life. 
Sometimes, we have to criticize other people, which may be part of our job and to 
help people who are working for us. Sometimes we need to criticize a person we care 
about, because we know they need to change for the better. And all of us can 
remember, once or twice, being criticized by parents in one way or another when we 
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range of interpersonal relationships, however, criticism is a very delicate and subtle 
business. As Durkheim says “The human personality is a sacred thing; one dare not to 
violate it nor infringe its bounds, while at the same time the greatest good is in 
communion with others” (1915:299). When appropriately expressed, criticism can 
engender a feeling of warmth and solidarity among interlocutors. Conversely, the 
failure to express criticism properly can have negative consequences for the 
relationship between the speaker and the hearer. 
Since criticism is prevailing in daily communication, subtle in nature, while 
insufficient in theoretical researches, the present thesis is going to study one aspect of 
criticism, the parental criticism cross-culturally, which until present has received not 
any academic attention at all. Parental criticism, in nowadays society, was of great 
importance due to the delicate relationship between parents and children when being 
involved in the conflicts. As could be easily seen, an appropriate parental criticism 
could achieve an effective educational function while an inappropriate one would lead 
to the misunderstanding and deeper conflicts between the two sides. Obviously, the 
sensitive nature and commonness of parental criticism could be universal in every 
culture. However, the characteristics of different cultures could find full expression in 
its criticism, varying in contents, verbal expression, and means of delivering. With the 
deepening exchange on education, the contrastive study on parental criticism, either at 
home or abroad, would probably come up with some constructive suggestions in 
educating children in an effective and sensible way. 
Therefore, the major focus of the present study is to find out the cultural 
preference of Chinese and American parents while making a criticism to their children. 
Either Chinese culture or American culture has its own repertoire for making a 
criticism. Being so different in cultural values and conventions, parental criticism in 
the two languages might distinguish from each other in their preference for some 
particular strategies. Probing into their differences and similarities will help to gain a 
deeper understanding of different cultures as well. 
 
2. The objectives of the study 
Firstly, the present study attempts to enrich the speech act researches. Inspired by 
speech act theory, a large number of researchers have conducted investigations of 















utterance construction, such as expressing compliment, gratitude, apology, refusal, 
request and so on. However, little research has been carried out on the speech act of 
criticism, not to mention the criticism performed by parents towards their children, so 
it remains under-explored. The present study is hoped to make up for this deficiency 
to some extent. 
Secondly, the present study would contribute to the appropriate performance of 
parental criticism. The study would also detect the cultural influence on criticism 
displayed by Chinese and American Parents. It is hoped that this study will shed some 
light on what aspects that deserve close attention of parents from the two cultures 
when making criticisms toward their children and further construct an advisable and 
artistic form of parental criticism, which might lead to more understanding between 
parents and children.  
Thirdly, the present study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
(1) What strategies do Chinese and American Parents use when performing the 
speech act of criticism to their children? What are the differences and similarities?  
(2) What factors attribute to the different patterns of parental criticism in 
different cultural context?  
(3) What strategies used in parental criticism are more effective in Children’s 
education (in redressing their wrong behavior and benefiting their personal 
development)? 
With the objectives in mind, we will make every effort to offer a more dynamic 
and functional analysis of parental criticism, so as to shed light on the further study of 
the speech act of criticism.  
 
3. The methodology of the study 
The present study, methodologically speaking, essentially relies on the 
contrastive analysis of parental criticism in Chinese and American sitcoms. As a 
cross-cultural study, both similarities and differences are explored, while the major 
focus is on differences, as the word “contrastive” implies. In regard to data analysis, it 
integrates both qualitative and quantitative approaches. In mathematics, axis x and 
axis y combine to locate the position of a specific point in the matrix. Qualitative 
analysis and quantitative analysis can be compared to them to a certain extent in that 
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collection of the present study would be further illustrated in Chapter Three. 
 
4. Outline of the thesis 
This thesis is made up of seven parts including an introduction, a conclusion and 
five chapters. The introduction clarifies four sections with a brief introduction to the 
rationale, the objectives and the methodology of the present study. It also outlines the 
layout of the thesis.  
Chapter One presents a brief review of the literature on the relevant studies of 
criticism speech act. In this chapter, the definition of criticism is explored. The 
contributions of previous researches following different approaches both home and 
abroad are introduced and their drawbacks are also pointed out.  
Chapter Two lays down the theoretical framework for the present study. In this 
chapter, the Speech Act Theory put forward by Austin and Searle and the Politeness 
Theory by Brown and Levinson are introduced. The relationship between language 
and culture are also discussed.  
Chapter Three introduces the research methodology and data collection of the 
present study. Two sitcoms, which are chosen as the data resources, are also described 
in this chapter. 
Chapter Four conducts a contrastive analysis both qualitatively and 
quantitatively based on the data collected, so as to find out the similarities and 
differences of parental criticism in Chinese and American cultures. 
Chapter Five mainly discusses the findings of the data analysis. In this chapter, 
the correlation between the speech act of parental criticism and culture is explored. 
The whole thesis ends with the conclusion part, in which a summary of the 
present study is provided. There are certain limitations of the present study and some 
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